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W. M. L. DE WETTE. 

By W. W. Everts, Jr., 
Philadelphia, Pa. 



" I know that there is salvation in no other than the name of Jesus Christ, 
the crucified, and that there is nothing higher for mankind than the divine 
humanity realized in him, and the kingdom of God planted by him." With this 
parting testimony to this world, DeWettewent, June 16, 1849, to confirm it in 
the other. In his last book, published in 1846, he refers to " the Son sitting on 
the throne at the right hand of the Father, as co-regent and equipped with all 
divine power." In 1839 he joined with Liicke in a protest against the propaga- 
tion of the views of Strauss in the University at Ziirich. In 1837, he wrote in his 
commentary on John: " Important for the Christian faith is the fact of the res- 
urrection of Jesus; though a shadow, that will not lift, rests on the way and 
manner of it, still the fact itself cannot be put in doubt; and that shadow itself 
is pleasant to faith, that loves a mystery. Our Christianity is too much a mat- 
ter of desk-wisdom, not enough of faith and life. The people are under the 
influence of the clergy. Only be firm and strong in faith, you leaders, filled with 
the spirit of truth and love, alive in Christian sentiment, and preach the Christ 
who stands just as truly in history as he lives in all Christian hearts, and doubt 
will gain no power." In reply to the mythical theory of the origin of the Gospels, 
he says: " A law of experience, that is valid in all history, is this, that all great 
discoveries, creations and institutions in human life, even if they are based in 
the susceptibility, longing and need of the masses, still always belong to the activ- 
ity of superior individuals. Certain general movements, like the Eeforma- 
tion, the French Revolution, may be referred to the masses, the age, the nation 
or the corporation, but the decisive moments in them can be ascribed only to 
certain individuals. By this law of experience, we assume that Jesus Christ was 
the founder of Christianity." In 1831, in his Dogmatics he speaks of the Pietists 
as " relatively the best kind of Christians," and condemns the dislike of creeds as 
" the fruit of ignorance, superficiality and conceited dogmatism." He went so far 
as to recommend to the Council of Basel the punishment of change of creed and 
mixed marriages, on the ground that true progress in our days consists in empha^ 
sizing the importance of the creed." 

As far back as his Berlin days, which closed in 1819, he demanded the resto- 
ration of the creed as the standard for popular education, as against the terrible 
chaos produced when every man teaches the people what and as he will, to the 
great abuse of the most important doctrines of religion. Referring to those days, 
in a dedication to Liicke, he recalls " the spirit of confluent love to Christian 
truth " that prevailed in their little circle. When he entered Jena, a young man 
of nineteen, the Gospel story was to him, the son of a pastor, enshrined in a 
sacred halo. 

The above references to De Wette will, no doubt, surprise those who are ac- 
customed to think of him only as the negative critic, the pupil of Pauhis and 
teacher of Strauss and Theodore Parker, who doubted the incarnation, treated 
the descent of the Holy Spirit as a self-deception on the part of the Apostles, 
scouted the doctrine of the resurrection of the body as the degradation of the 
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idea of immortality to a physical theorem, and relegated the doctrine of the 
trinity among things antiquated. How are such contradictory statements from 
the same lips to be explained ? " Doth a fountain send forth at the same place 
sweet water and bitter ?" A glance at his life may enable us to solve the riddle. 
While De Wette was favored in being a pupil of the poet Herder, and the text- 
critic Griesbach, it was his misfortune to hear lectures from Paulus, who endeav- 
ored to explain the miracles by natural causes. Then his faith fled, and " I was 
proud in the thought that I could become moral without any belief. This delu- 
sion, however, soon vanished. I found myself so desolate w^ithout faith in the 
supernatural, so forsaken, thrown, myself and the whole race, into the world with- 
out any purpose, that all within me was divided and uncertain, no living motive 
stirred my cold heart, and death stood as a hostile demon in the background of 
my life." Referring to the doubts, from which he never fully recovered, he says, 
in 1837, to Liicke : "My reasons for doubting the genuineness of the fourth 
Gospel will perhaps appear too skeptical to you, and pain your love for the ' only, 
tender, right chief Gospel.' I beg you to remember that, as I earn neither favor 
nor any other advantage from my skepticism, but prepare nothing but vexation 
for myself and awaken suspicion against myself, there is, at least, no self-interest 
in it, even if (which God knows better than I do) there is no pure motive of the 
love of truth leading me. I wish for nothing more longingly than a clear and 
sure understanding of this important Gospel. You know that it is not vulgar 
dread of the miraculous and superhuman that has thus far hindered me from ar- 
riving at that result. Negative criticism compels further investigation, and, if it 
is answered, a positive result is gained." In such expressions we feel the heart- 
beat of the great scholar. Like Schleiermacher, he tried to stand in the breach 
between rationalism and orthodoxy, and naturally received denunciation from both 
sides. The rationalists called him a "mystic," but Neander saw in him "an 
Israelite indeed." Much as we may lament his training, such it was, and out of 
the mire of unbelief he succeeded at last, by his lofty integrity, ardent love of 
truth and childlike spirit, in planting his feet on the solid rock of revealed truth. 
Great is the debt of gratitude due De Wette. He was a breaker of new paths. 
His translation of the Old Testament, made before he was thirty, put earlier 
versions in the background. His Archaeology was the first systematic treatise on 
the subject. His Introduction to the Old Testament, after seventy years, is still 
called for. His edition of Luther's Letters is standard. His commentary on the 
Psalms, " short, clear, precise, thorough," made an epoch. He produced a revo- 
lution in commentaries. In 1817 he declared: "The shallow, dry, godless exe- 
gesis, called grammatico-historical, will serve no longer. It is neither grammat- 
ical, for it misuses language and does not understand its living laws ; nor histor- 
ical, for it does not investigate, does not live with and in history, and has no his- 
torical perception ; nor is it exegesis, for it is not the interpreter of the holy ; the 
holy it neither knows nor understands. The comparison of Jewish opinions and 
rabbinical sayings will not lead into the divine spirit of Christianity ; for no one 
yet has understood life by death. If you do not enrich your own spirit, and lift 
your gaze to living contemplation, you will always remain in the vestibule of the 
sanctuary and never receive the anointing." What wonder is it that he who 
believed sanctce res sancta mente was considered by Schleiermacher sufficient in- 
spiration and ornament, and no picture but De Wette's was allowed on the walls 
of his study. 



